In an 1850 review article for the Westminster Review entitled "Pros titution," W. R. Greg writes, "Of all the social problems which philosophy has to deal with, this is, we believe, the darkest, the knottiest, and the saddest."1 Greg's essay draws on several contem porary accounts of prostitution, both investigative and fictional, and in many ways actively seeks to discredit commonly held views on the condition and fate of prostitutes. But his description of prosti tution as a vexing problem for philosophy reflects something dis tinctive about the scope and nature of mid-Victorian approaches to sexual "fallenness." Indeed, I argue in this book that depictions of prostitutes and fallen women in Victorian culture typically dramatize predicaments of agency and uncertainties about the nature of self hood, character, and society. My purpose is to isolate and describe a pervasive rhetoric of fallenness in mid-Victorian culture, one that constitutes sexually compromised women as lacking the autonomy and coherence of the normative masculine subject. This rhetoric is shaped through interactions between Victorian ideologies of gender and several other historical factors: tensions between materialist and idealist understandings of the self and of moral action, debates on social reform and character transformation, and, not least, preoc cupations with the relation between social identities and aesthetic forms. Through close analyses of social and literary texts from the mid-Victorian period, I demonstrate that the Victorian conception of fallenness, represented predominantly by the figures of the fallen 1. [W. R. Greg], "Prostitution" 448.
Introduction .
In an 1850 review article for the Westminster Review entitled "Pros titution," W. R. Greg writes, "Of all the social problems which philosophy has to deal with, this is, we believe, the darkest, the knottiest, and the saddest."1 Greg's essay draws on several contem porary accounts of prostitution, both investigative and fictional, and in many ways actively seeks to discredit commonly held views on the condition and fate of prostitutes. But his description of prosti tution as a vexing problem for philosophy reflects something dis tinctive about the scope and nature of mid-Victorian approaches to sexual "fallenness." Indeed, I argue in this book that depictions of prostitutes and fallen women in Victorian culture typically dramatize predicaments of agency and uncertainties about the nature of self hood, character, and society. My purpose is to isolate and describe a pervasive rhetoric of fallenness in mid-Victorian culture, one that constitutes sexually compromised women as lacking the autonomy and coherence of the normative masculine subject. This rhetoric is shaped through interactions between Victorian ideologies of gender and several other historical factors: tensions between materialist and idealist understandings of the self and of moral action, debates on social reform and character transformation, and, not least, preoc cupations with the relation between social identities and aesthetic forms. Through close analyses of social and literary texts from the mid-Victorian period, I demonstrate that the Victorian conception of fallenness, represented predominantly by the figures of the fallen Introduction woman and the prostitute, must be reinterpreted as culturally more central and analytically more complex than has previously been rec ognized. As my readings show, the fallen woman is less a predictable character than a figure who displaces multiple anxieties about the predictability of character itself.
Most studies of Victorian prostitution acknowledge the fluidity of the term "fallen woman," its application to a range of feminine identities: prostitutes, unmarried women who engage in sexual re lations with men, victims of seduction, adulteresses, as well as var iously delinquent lower-class women. A wide umbrella term, the designation cuts across class lines and signifies a complex of tabooed behaviors and degraded conditions. 2 What tends to remain constant in depictions of fallenness, however, is the attenuated autonomy and fractured identity of the fallen figure. In fact, some of the most familiar epithets for sexually immoral Victorian women-the "painted" woman, the "public woman," the woman who "loses her character" -succinctly express the larger informing assumptions about the nature of the fallen state, its failure to present or maintain an authentic, private, or self-regulating identity. By my account, the shadowy and marginal appearances of the fallen, in both literary and nonliterary texts, frequently serve less as moral exempla of vice than as uneasy reminders of more general cultural anxieties about the very possibility of deliberative moral action: to "fall" is, after all, to lose control. Mechanization, degrading urban environments, so cial determination, laws of causation, commodification, the disrup tions of desire, the constraints of cultural forms and narrativesthese are the forces that, singly or jointly, lurk behind portrayals of the sexually stigmatized.
The contexts for Victorian debates on the nature of agency and selfhood are multiple-philosophical, scientific, religious, medical, political, and literary. The concept of fallenness is of course religious in origin, and it was used as a religious category by many evangelical commentators on prostitution and by many believing Victorian writ ers. But my readings emphasize the ways fallenness was rearticu lated to secular and scientific paradigms during the Victorian era and ultimately served to loosen religious and ethical moorings. As elaborated in Augustinian theology, the condition of fallenness de rives from the act of original sin. But although fallenness traces to an act of will, no amount of remorse or repentance enables us to transcend our fallen state through our own resolution. One can hope for a divine, uplifting act of grace, but such a dispensation will come only if one is among the predetermined number of the elect. This concept of fallenness, which was taken up in its essentials by Cal vinism, lays stress on the predetermined nature of our moral con dition, and itself seriously challenges vocabularies of moral agency and responsibility, as evidenced in the heated theological debates that attended the rise of protestantism. I explore how the concept of fallenness, traditionally exercised by questions of moral agency, came to figure an emergent set of threateningly secular determin isms, despite the continued use of religious imagery and concepts. 3
Perhaps the broadest context for an understanding of agency and selfhood in Victorian Britain was the philosophical debate between idealism and materialism, a debate that, to greater and lesser degrees of explicitness, conditioned discussions of moral reform, character, and gender. The radical political traditions of the utilitarians and the Owenites subscribed to versions of the materialist doctrine of ne cessity, according to which human action conformed to discoverable laws of causation and could be formed and guided by educators. A materialist understanding of the self likewise informed the influ ential sciences of phrenology and physiognomy, as well as leading doctrines in medicine and psychology. And in the second half of the century, evolutionism and social evolutionism identified forms of natural law that, it was surmised, would lend certainty and pre-3. Although I am here drawing attention to the significance of religious fallenness, dictability to a culture whose traditional moral and religious frames had been significantly dislodged. The deep commitment to moral and social transformation that lay behind many scientific and ma terialist approaches, however, was alternately consoled and troubled by the idea of uniform laws of causation. Consoled, because it seemed that if one could only discover the laws that determined character, one could make the world over into a harmonious and morally elevated community (or, in the case of more quietist evo lutionary models such as Herbert Spencer's, rest assured that society would evolve to perfection). Troubled, because if character were both determined and infinitely malleable, then a coherent conception of moral action was undermined, and cherished notions of ration ality, individuality, and autonomy were threatened with obsoles cence. In response to precisely these concerns, idealists such as Coleridge and Carlyle insisted on the notion of a morally autono mous subject and explicitly endorsed a spiritual philosophy. Their purpose was to protect the individual and the moral sphere from an encroaching and degrading materialism that was seen to imperil the human soul and the spiritual community.
In Chapter 1, I first offer an extended discussion of Victorian debates over selfhood and agency, using the works of John Stuart Mill to highlight the emergence of social science and to introduce Victorian arguments about the nature of character. I then consider how these wider philosophical and political debates shaped mid century accounts of prostitution and fallenness, which were them selves a subset of early sociological and statistical approaches to poverty, public health, and social morality. In general terms, I argue that approaches to fallenness manifest the most extreme and un settling ramifications of the materialist approaches to character and individual identity. This chapter is intended to provide a social and intellectual introduction to the category of fallenness, and to set the context for ensuing chapters on Charles Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning.
The time frame covered by the study is roughly 1840 to 1860, the middle decades of the century, although I treat some earlier tradi tions and texts that influenced cultural debates during these de cades. 4 I chose this time period because it saw, simultaneously, the elaboration of scientific approaches to morality, society, and char acter, the proliferation of discourses on prostitution, and a bur geoning literary interest in narratives of the fall. My analysis does not extend into the era of the Contagious Diseases Acts, a period that has been treated in depth by Judith R. Walkowitz.5 While the debates over the Acts engage and contest many facets of the earlier discourses on fallenness, they are more directly about the state pol itics of prostitution; my book focuses instead on the manifold cultural meanings of fallenness during a time when prostitution did not yet occupy the political center stage.
The Question of Agency
Through its elaboration of fallenness as a historical category with a distinctive rhetoric, this project significantly revises previous ap proaches to Victorian prostitution and ideologies of gender. Ac counts that have followed in the wake of the Foucauldian project of reconstructing the history of sexuality interpret discourses on pros titution as part of a multipronged production and administration of specific sexualities and subjectivities. Studies by Walkowitz, Lynda Nead, and Linda Mahood analyze sexual discourses and policies as complex technologies of power directed at women and the lower classes, revising the Foucauldian model so as to take gender and political resistances more fully into account. 6 I do not dispute the idea that administrative apparatuses in the nineteenth century man aged social subjects through the production of a range of sexual identities and subject-positions, among them the prostitute and the hysteric. My discussion in Chapter 1 in fact describes the construc tion of "the prostitute" as a new social identity or status within the context of early sociology and "moral statistics." Likewise, this study Introduction builds on Foucauldian and other cultural analyses of the prostitute's symbolic relation to the urban environment and to the disease, de graded material conditions, and political threats often associated with it.7
What I believe has been insufficiently explored in the Foucauldian inspired approaches to prostitution, which are often highly attentive to the histories of institutions, social policies, and class relations, is the rhetorically supple and historically overdetermined conception of fallenness as attenuated autonomy. Walkowitz, Nead, and Ma hood, it is true, have importantly amplified the Foucauldian ap proach so as to stress not only the processes of social control directed at the prostitute but also the forms of social protest and critique focused on this figure. 8 But while their approach reconfigures the fallen woman's position within the social field, it does not directly investigate fallenness as a charged site for Victorian concerns with the question of agency itself, ones that include but are not exhausted by apprehensions of the power of environment over character. As I demonstrate, the discourses on fallenness, which clearly serve to codify behaviors, negotiate political threats, and wage political pro tests, also constitute an intricate and overdetermined engagement with some of the most vital and consequential Victorian ideas about agency, representation, and social transformation.9 7. Walkowitz, Nead, and Mahood all read representations of the prostitute as displacing political tensions between the classes and expressing concerns with the communication of disease and the moral contaminations associated with the urban environment and the "social residium. " Partly building on Walkowitz's study, but also incorporating a Bakhtinian analysis, Peter Stallybrass and Allon White similarly argue that the prostitute was the "privileged category in a metonymic chain of con tagion which led back to the culture of the working classes. Of course, historians and cultural critics have not failed to remark that Victorian discourses characteristically construct the prostitute as one who lacks agency. Indeed, Walkowitz identifies and then contests this dominant depiction, discrediting the widely held Vic torian notion that prostitutes and fallen women were destined for a "downward path" of disease, decay, despair, and death. By dem onstrating that Victorian prostitutes exercised control over their trade and formed powerful communities and alliances, Walkowitz not only refutes Victorian views but also engages a prominent debate within the feminist historical tradition, which has itself been pulled between victimological models stressing the suppression of women under patriarchal culture, and cultural feminist models that celebrate women's marginalized practices and subcultures. Ironically, how ever, the form taken by questions of agency within our current disciplines can sometimes mask the historically specific concerns with agency that the debates on fallenness were themselves enact ing. While Walkowitz, Nead, and Mahood all point to tensions be tween moralism and environmentalism in early British sociology, their accounts do not sufficiently reconstruct the context for Victor ian discussions of character and selfhood, relying instead upon a generalized and ultimately unexamined notion of agency.
A related problem has occurred within feminist literary criticism, not only in images-of-women criticism, which identifies denials of agency as simply unrealistic, but also in later feminist analyses. For example, in Woman and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth, Nina Auerbach interprets representations of the fallen woman as both conveying and dispelling a myth of powerful womanhood that cen trally inhabited the Victorian cultural imagination.10 Yet despite her invocation of cultural myths and her historically sensitive treatment of "character," Auerbach often conceives of the relation between women and representation as curiously unmediated, casting femi ninity as directly empowered or suppressed through representation. The latter notion, that feminine subjectivity or sexuality can be supexplores sexual narratives in the context of late Victorian constructions of gender, power, and urban public spaces, Walkowitz incorporates and analyzes understand ings of gender and class identity deriving from several discursive genres: fictional, journalistic, psychological, scientific. Walkowitz's study has multiple foci and is con cerned to draw out the discourses that were being generated in the late Victorian period, which saw a more complex challenge to earlier approaches to feminine sexual transgression. See Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight.
10. Nina Auerbach, Woman and the Demon 150-84. Introduction "painted." In David Copperfield, for example, fallen women displace the fear that character may be determined by either social forces or narrative exigency. As I argue in Chapter 2, they serve to suggest that Copperfield's "personal" history issues out of his own will and steady application. The fallen women are fatally written, but Cop perfield writes himself.
The economy between masculine and feminine character in David Copperfield and other novels reveals that "fallen" characters highlight a tension between plot and character that is constitutive of realist fiction. It is not that fallen women are somehow textually determined while other characters are not-after all, at a certain level all literary characters are "false" and "fictional" and constituted by narrative. Yet within the constructed fictions of many nineteenth-century re alist texts, the fallen woman appears as both hyperdetermined and disturbingly "false" (painted, melodramatic, histrionic); this por trayal in turn creates an effect of greater verisimilitude around the nonfallen. Realist fiction was one primary mode through which sub jectivity was given form in the nineteenth century; it helped to shape cultural models of self-understanding. By exploring aesthetic man ifestations of "fallen subjectivity," I hope to show both how Victorian conceptions of the self were gendered and how literary genres and popular cultural forms were themselves experienced as dangers or constraints. These constraints frequently become most visible in de picted encounters between fallen women and other characters, who often perceive the fallen woman as a text that is already written rather than an agent capable of dialogical interaction. In such in stances, the fallen woman can evoke not only crises of readability but also larger concerns about the relation between people and books, between living encounters and reading, and between social and aesthetic experience.
In some cases, such as Thackeray's Vanity Fair, "impure" feminine characters are aligned not with constraining narratives but with ac tive storytelling and theatricality, even becoming doubles for the author in various ways. One might be tempted to argue, in light of this fact, that the more prevalent punishing narratives are defensive reactions against the transgressor's perceived capacity to create fic tions and recreate the self. But what tends to obtrude more in rep resentations of fallenness, as opposed to portrayals of more potent feminine transgressors such as Becky Sharp, is not the perception that the woman is an artist but rather the uneasy apprehension that the author is himself fallen. 1 6 In other words, the fallen woman is construed as subject to a number of threatening determinations social, economic, cultural-that the author himself wishes to ward off. Yes, authors jealously guard their autonomy and capacity to write themselves in a way that the prostitute or fallen character cannot, but not usually because the fallen character threatens to appropriate that capacity. More commonly, the fallen character re minds the author that he can never fully own himself, and that his own history, as well as the story he tells about that history, is de 18. Nina Auerbach's chapter on fallen women in Woman and the Demon compen sates for the ubiquity of downward-path narratives, and retains the notion of trans formative feminine power, by privileging visual art and iconographic moments within fictional texts, claiming that "an explicit narrative ... abases the woman" while "an iconographic pattern ... exalts her" (168).
19. For reconstructive historical and social analyses of actual working actresses, 
Purity and Fallenness
In Chapter 1, I argue that fallenness should be understood prin cipally in relation to a normative masculine identity seen to possess the capacity for autonomous action, enlightened rationality, and self control. This argument raises the question of how fallenness fits into the broader opposition between masculine and feminine identity in Victorian culture, an opposition most powerfully expressed in the doctrine of the separate spheres. In its classic formulation, this doc trine assigns man to the public sphere of individual exertion, busi ness, and politics, and relegates woman to the private, domestic sphere of the affections. As an oxymoronic "public woman," the Victorian prostitute immediately troubles this structuring gender opposition and casts into question the idea of natural feminine "pu rity" that supports the dominant doctrine. In her influential work on the Victorian ideology of gender, in fact, Mary Poovey has argued that variously public and impure women serve as unsettling re minders of an aggressive female sexuality that the dominant culture sought to disavow and suppress, since it upset the structuring binary opposition between masculinity and a sexless, maternal femininity. Because her domestic authority-indeed, her self-realization--de pended on her ability to regulate her own desire, the faithful woman as wife anchored her husband's desire along with her own, giving it an object as she gave him a home. In this model, self-regulation 22. Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments 9. arguing that this figure displaces class threats in Dickens, Gaskell, and Thackeray, but the analysis is subordinated to her master nar rative, which, in her own words, "links the history of British fiction to the empowering of the middle classes in England through the dissemination of a new female ideal. "26 And Poovey may assert that a "contradiction between a sexless, moralized angel and an aggres sive, carnal magdalen was ... written into the domestic ideal as one of its constitutive characteristics," but this approach effectively re duces impurity to transgressive sexuality, and fallenness becomes merely the sexualized underside of the domestic ideal. 27 My readings suggest that fallenness took on a life of its own in the period that 23 . Poovey, Uneven Developments 115. 24. Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction. 25 . Lynda Nead's Myths of Sexuality also claims that the production of a "norm of Poovey singles out for study and, ironically, that the category of fallenness can be understood· only if one is careful not to reduce it to female sexuality. If feminine virtue could symbolize or help pro mote normative models of inherent, autonomous, or self-regulating identity, fallenness represented manifold challenges to those models and did not bespeak simply a form of aggressivity or sexuality that threatened to disrupt a symbolic purity. 28 Moreover, the relation between the categories of purity and fallenness took highly complex forms, with purity sometimes figuring and shoring up coherent, normative forms of identity, sometimes figuring alternate or ideal conceptions of identity, and sometimes displaying-as selflessness or sympathy-the attribute of attenuated agency that typically de fines fallenness.
In criticizing a too-exclusive concentration on fallenness as trans gressive sexuality, I don't mean to suggest that fallenness had no sexual referent or that no traces of suppressed sexual desire surround representations of fallen women; and of course one dominant fear behind the perceived contaminating power of the prostitute was the fear of sexually transmitted disease. 29 This book, however, self consciously moves beyond a restrictively sexual meaning of fallen ness, establishing the significance of displaced versions of fallenness to the cultural self-understandings of Victorians. In this sense my project too is Victorian, following the displacements that a prevailing attitude of censorship seemed to invite. But this approach derives not from any affinity with Victorian prudishness, or from a fetishistic disavowal of female sexuality, but rather from a commitment to reconstructing fallenness in terms of its own cultural horizons. A repressive approach to feminine sexuality undeniably informs the construction of gender in Victorian Britain, but repression was ac companied by a proliferation of metaphoric meanings of fallenness, 28. In a separate article on Victorian prostitution, Poovey uses W. R. Greg's article to elaborate more fully the symbolic function of the prostitute within bourgeois ide ology, claiming that, as an available sexual resource, she served as "both the symbol and site of 'natural' class inequity and exploitation" but also inevitably raised the specter of social unrest. To counter this representation, according to Poovey, Greg defines the prostitute as innately moral, thereby aligning the lower-class prostitute with the virtuous middle-class woman and shoring up the gender ideology that is seen to stabilize class difference. While this view does begin to play out distinctly social threats that the Victorian prostitute can figure, it does not isolate or explore the category of fallenness. See Mary Poovey, "Speaking of the Body. " For a very different approach to Greg, see my discussion in Chapter I.
See Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society 48-65.
Introduction a virtual epidemic that formally resembled but by no means referred exclusively to fears of sexual or physical contamination. To distance such metaphoric meanings from a posited ultimate reference such as sexuality or the body allows us better to reconstruct the range of their cultural purposes.
Rhetoric and Theory
I have selected authors and texts that illustrate some of the most dramatic instances of the Victorian rhetoric of fallenness as well as some of the most significant challenges to it. In my desire to elaborate the more distinctly formal predicaments enacted through the rhetoric of fallenness, I have chosen several genres for close study, including the industrial novel, the autobiographical novel, the dramatic mon ologue, the novel-in-verse, social commentary, and journalism.
After analyzing philosophical and social contexts in the first chapter, I turn to Dickens, who not only wrote novels in which fallenness figures prominently but also managed a fallen women's refuge for ten years. Because of Dickens's acute interest in the reformation of character and in the forces of modernization that threatened auton omy and private selfhood, he serves as a crucial introductory figure for the discussion of fallenness as a broad social and aesthetic cat egory. Moreover, his writings feature a trope that commonly struc tures the rhetoric of fallenness, one that itself enacts a question of agency. This is the trope of metalepsis, in which the fallen figure is transformed from an effect into a cause, or vice versa. If on the one hand the fallen woman is seen as victimized or even constituted by forces that exceed her control-the force of a degrading urban milieu, the inescapability of pre-scripted downward paths-on the other hand she can serve as a threatening manifestation of those very forces that constituted her. The pervasive trope of metalepsis reflects just how contaminating fallenness was perceived to be: any dis tanced view of the fallen woman as victim could easily transmute into an anxious apprehension that she would communicate her con dition to others. It also shows in a heightened way how fully assim ilated the fallen figure's identity was to larger determining forces, how profoundly allegorized and reified this figure was in the cultural imaginary. Oscillating between victim and threat, effect and cause, read the poem as a virtual negation of dramatic monologue, insofar as the speaker recurringly suppresses impulses to actually speak to the prostitute. As we shall see at other crucial moments in the chapters, depicted encounters with fallen women typically insist on their own "failure": seen as a fantasmatic threat, the woman remains unheeded; seen as a victim, she becomes an object of condescending pity. 
